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Galbraith: Jill McCorkle & Lee Smith Interview

Yalobusha Review

Lacey Galbraith

Jill McCorkle & Lee Smith Interview
Jill McCorkle is the author of eight books of fiction, five of which have been
named New York Times Notables. She received her B.A. from the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and her
from Hollins
College. In 1984, Algonquin Books simultaneously published her first two
novels-The Cheerleader and July 7th. Her last book, the short story
collection Creatures of Habit, was published 2001. McCorkle is known
for her wonderful ear and quick turn of phrase. Witty, vibrant, and often
wise, her stories and novels inspire devotion and high praise from both critics
and readers alike. She is the winner of the North Carolina Award for
Literature, the New England Booksellers Award and the John Dos Passos
Prize for Excellence in Literature. Born in Lumberton, North Carolina, she
now lives with her husband and two children outside of Boston.

Like McCorkle, Lee Smith’s success came early. Her first novel entitled The
Last Day the Dogbushes Bloomed was written while she was still a senior at
Hollins College and published two years later in 1968. Since then she has
gone on to write thirteen other works of fiction, among them Oral History,
Fair and Tender Ladies, and Saving Grace. Many of Smith’s novels are full
of multi-narrative points of view and with her strong sense of place she is
frequently cited as having brought attention to the often overlooked
Appalachian region. Smith has been awarded the Lila Wallace/Reader’s
Digest Award and the Academy Award from the American Academy of Arts
and Letters while her latest novel, The Last Girls was recently featured on
“Good Morning America" as a book club selection. Born
Grundy,
a, she now resides Hillsborough, North Carolina.

in

and

G: This is a two part question: Do you agree that when people look at the
South, they often automatically picture the Deep South, the land of cotton
plantations, and they forget that there
many other distinct regions?
Have you found that people outside of the South debate or even care about
such questions as, “Do we have a Southern literature?”

M: It is so interesting because it is a blessing and a curse. The very things
that make the South so rich for that oral tradition-and Lee can certainly talk
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more about oral history-but any time a society, for whatever reason, has been
alienated or isolated that a certain literature grows out of that and out of the
tradition and out of the desire to preserve everything. Of course it does
us right back to the War. On one hand sort of what
every
Southerner cringe when something bad happens on the news about racial
things. To
living New England I’m especially sensitive because I feel
people seeing the South as a whole. So whatever happens Mississippi, if
I’m in the room people are going to look at me like, “this is your place,” and
not even thinking about all the different types of people who fit into these
very large places. That same stereotype of sort of the old years the
South - the years
case would be a lot of small farmers who were not
educated but relied heavily on storytelling-produces a kind of literature that
it has for the Irish and a lot of Jewish writers and probably other groups who
at various times have been separate from the rest of the world.

S: It produces a very distinctive body of literature but it is interesting that
outside of the South there is still a great
of sort of automatic
stereotyping that goes on and it is just kind of amazing. I think a lot of it,
of course, has had to do not with the writing but with media. Movies like
Deliverance you know and “Hee Haw” and stuff like that. People think that
the South is just one South and it’s like magnolias-magnolias and mansions.
Well, you know how various the South is and the many different regions with
cultures completely different from one another like the Appalachian South
and the plantation South or the yeoman South, the piedmont farmer. These
are all completely different.
M: Not only is Lee thought of as a woman writer and a Southern woman
writer but she is very much the voice of the Appalachian and that older
generation of mountain people who again have no written voice. It is all
based on the folklore and the songs and things that have been passed down.

S: I think that’s really true. I do feel like that we’re, all of us who are from
a sort of a ethnic or racial minority, making a little headway just because there
has been such an interest in multiculturalism over the last years and I think
that has been very beneficial for Appalachian writers. Instead of just saying,
“Oh I don’t want to hear any of that old mountain twang,” I think not only
for African-American and for Native American and all kinds of groups but I
think for Appalachian-Americans this is to the benefit. We have a lot of
books coming out-many more that were being published by Appalachian
writers previously are coming out right now.

G: I remember reading an essay by Rodger Cunningham that talked about
how you have the South and then within the South you have “the Other”
which is Appalachia.
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S: It’s what John Shelton Reed has referred to as the South’s South.

G: How do you approach teaching creative writing? Is there a particular line
or thought you use? Is it hard sometimes to wake up your students and
steer them away from that stereotypical or “workshop” style.
M: I feel like there is a lot that can be taught in a workshop. I rely on
having my students read short stories of other people, well-known famous
short stories, that we then discuss. Then I think much of what happens in a
workshop is you’re coaching people along. You know sometimes the hardest
thing for a young writer to get used to is just having the work in front of a
class without feeling completely violated and humiliated. I think that’s a big
part of the job that you’re going to live with for as long as you write too—
the ability to separate yourself as much as possible so that you’re
to
take criticism.

S: I think that having them read is really very important. I know there are
some people who don’t do that and they just simply have the students share
the work they’re writing-they don’t have a text-but to me it’s really, really,
really important to have them reading; if it’s a short story class to have them
reading short stories, if it’s a novels class to have them reading novels because
then you can say, “Look at this approach that William Faulkner did here or
Jill McCorkle did in this.” You all have the same frame of reference. It also
helps them to have something to aim toward. It’s particularly awful if you
ever have a workshop-and I have taught some-where nobody is writing really
well but they don’t even know they’re not because nobody’s doing any better
than anybody else. That’s why it’s always good to have good students in
each class because when a story works you can critique that just as stringently
as you critique the stories that don’t work. The whole class can talk about,
“Why do you like this? Why does it work?” You’ve got to have something
to hold up otherwise you’re just saying negative stuff. It’s just real helpful if
they’re all reading some really fun stories and some people who have
particular styles, like Raymond Carver, so you can get at certain aspects
because very few of them have developed a real style.

G: What about your own style? I know Lee you’ve said you’ve been
influenced by Eudora Welty. It seems there is this canon of traditional
Southern literature but in a way, don’t many writers feel the need to try
something different, to go off some other direction?
S: Well, along with Eudora Welty I would have to say Virginia Woolf was a
real influence on me early on. I really do like to experiment with time and
place and multiple
so I think when you say the traditional Southern
style that runs so much the risk of being cliche at this point. If that’s your
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experience, if that traditional Southern experience is the experience you’re
writing out of-which I pretty much am-you just have to try to make it new
through the language.
G: You both have such distinct styles and I wasn’t sure if that was the result
of a conscious decision on your part or rather if it was something that just
developed given time.

M: I think it’s something that really does develop. Because I have to say if
I thought about it too much I wouldn’t
to write a word. That’s the
furthest thing from my mind. That’s the sort of thing you think about when
you’re
S: Exactly, but I do think that as a teacher of writing that the more writers
you can expose your students to because sometimes they’ll have their own
body of experience and they won’t really
know how to get at it,
but then you can show them a certain writer who has had maybe a similar
kind of experience, life experience, and suddenly “Boom!” they see. One of
my students is Silas House who is a wonderful young Appalachian writer and
I remember when we were first working together I felt like some of his things
were maybe sort of sweet or something so I sent him a whole bunch of Larry
Brown. It was great because he just said, “I didn’t know I could write
this stuff.”
M: I had a student last semester and I called a moratorium on Raymond
Carver. I made him read really long-winded works. I made him
read Faulkner.

S: Make him read Mark Helprin. It’s like prescribing
know you can get the cure.

antibiotic and you

G: Jill, you’ve said North Carolina will always be home for you and that you
could write about a character from the North but that he or she would
probably have some Southern tendencies. Lee you’ve said that when it
comes to writing it’s the way you first heard language that is really influential.
Why do you think this is?

S: Well, you don’t have to stop and think about it so much. It’s necessary
to me to just sort of go into a kind of and let it rip. If I were trying to
write somebody whose pattern of language was completely alien then it
would be really hard. Although in my case the language that I first heard is
really almost completely gone now because it would be the real old
Appalachian dialect. I can still write it easily but it’s not as easily read by
people so I have to really tone it down I think.
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G: In coming back to that first language is a writer trying to hold on
to the past?
S: When you
a child you are really a tabula rasa in a lot of ways and
what you hear and see and feel and experience makes a huge imprint upon
you. Somebody once defined a writer as a person who’s sitting in a
room thinking about their childhood. I think that’s probably true.

G: What about the idea of the artist as outsider? In many cases, whether
through personality or geography or experience, an artist feels different from
those around him or her. Do you think that such "not fitting in” can offer
some form of perspective? I know, Jill, you’ve moved away from the South.
How has it affected you?
M: In a lot of ways, I think, it has given me more perspective. I find myself
wandering more and more out of my own field just because I have children
growing up in this region and so a lot of what they bring home to me is in
what sounds like a different language. I don’t know how that will play out
over the years. I know that for me there is sort of what I think of as home
base and it is very much southeastern North Carolina. Oddly though, not
even as it is now but as Lee’s saying, more of my grandmother’s time and all
of these older relatives who I did hear talking and talking and talking
throughout my childhood.

S: I think the position of any artist has got to be the position of an outsider
because if you are completely comfortable within your place, within your
situation, then you’re not going to see the story. You have to be
to
stand outside of yourself, outside of the situation in order to see the story.

M: I absolutely agree.

S: And so every writer, every artist really is an outsider. No matter if they
are somebody like Eudora Welty who lived
her same town still; she could
observe with the eyes of an outsider, yet with the knowledge of a person
who’s there. You have to be
to have a perspective. If you’re right in
the middle of it you’ll never see the story.
M: Eudora
is a perfect example of someone who was not Southern by
birth if you’ going by parentage. So though she grew up the South she
sort of automatically had this broader picture.

S: Her parents were from West Virginia and Ohio and she spent a lot of
time there and so any distance like that gives you a great perspective. West
Virginia and Ohio are completely different from Jackson, Mississippi. She
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would spend all those summers up in West Virginia and that makes things
that would be just so familiar as to
not worthy of note just suddenly
very interesting.
G: Both of you have mentioned listening to the conversations of your
grandparents or great-aunts and
In so many of your books there is
that strong presence of an older generation. Is this because you grew up
with an extended family of sorts?

S: I'm sure that's true. I have had students in class tell me that well they
just really didn't know either of their grandparents. I think in the South
many of have tended to grow up in the extended families where the
grandmother was always around and you always went to the grandmother's
house all the time. Again, that’s just a part of the fabric of your childhood
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where it is no longer a part of the fabric of today’s child necessarily because
of the mobility. It’s just different.

M: It is and yet I still think, relying on childhood, I do try to push my
students in that direction because I think so many people come with the
that that’s not important material. You read all the time these reviewers
who will say, “Just what we need, another coming of age story,” and yet I
really do think it’s at the heart of what every writer is doing. I agree with
Flannery O’Connor’s whole thing that emotionally you’re set before
adolescence. I think as a writer that I do tend to look back to moments in
my childhood where a certain emotion was just pure and crystallized before
you get older and it becomes complicated. So very often I have students
trying to look back at those moments and it’s amazing how well we all
remember when it first occurs to you that your parents are human and they’ll
die one
or that everybody’s not a good person. Just these moments
where you all of a sudden come face to face with a fact that changes life
forever.
S: Those kinds of assignments really will bring forth your students absolute
best work. Then you can say, “Look, look at this.” It’s very hard to write
about something that happened last weekend because you don’t have the
aesthetic perspective.

G: Lee, weren’t you Jill’s professor at the University of North Carolina?

S: Well, Jill was in my class. I don’t think I really taught her a thing.
M: Oh, she did.

G: What was that like?
S: It was actually funny because it was the first class that I ever taught on a
college level. I had been teaching high school and then suddenly I had
gotten this job because somebody had quit. I was absolutely terrified and
Jill was in that first class.
M: Well, I remember Lee was very good in that first class about reassuring
us that an eighteen
old from a small town had as much to say as
anybody. I remember Lee even told us you didn’t have to chain smoke and
drink bourbon and wear a beret and a tight turtleneck. You know, the
whole list of things.

S: Stereotypes of the writer. So many times your students come in with
stereotypes of what a writer is like and a writer is just like anybody else and

49 ■

Published by eGrove, 2003

7

Yalobusha Review, Vol. 8 [2003], Art. 23

Yalobusha Review

you have to dispel those sorts of stereotypes.
G: Do you think writing about autobiographical material can
restrict a
writer when they’re young or can it act as more of a jumping off place
for
M: I think the whole idea of the kind of exercises I use arc more mood
pieces than anything, to get the sense of an emotion. I always tell my
students, undergrads, you’re not old enough to have lost a spouse but you
have lost somebody or some thing that meant the world to you so go back to
that corner and think about how you feel upon losing this person and then
try to intensify-you know, age yourself thirty years or whatnot. That’s when
the role-play comes into effect. I think to draw on something really, really
close teaches them how as a writer it doesn’t have to have happened to you
and yet the feelings are universal. You’ve felt everything you’ve needed
to feel.

S: I think that’s really true. In a way, a fiction writer is like a magpie. A
fiction writer is going around and picking up a little bright piece of
something here and a little bright piece of something here and a little piece
of something here. You do go back into yourself, finally, for the emotional
reality as Jill is saying of each thing you’re trying to do so I don’t think it is
diminishing or limiting for a writer to use her own life. I mean that’s the
only life you’ve got.
M: No, as a matter of fact, what’s funny is usually people never see what is
real and assume what’s made up is real.

S: That’s right. People will never know. You have to be able to say, just
pluck something here, pluck something there. A whole lot of it is going to
be from your own life because your own experience is all you’ve got. You
may have something somebody else told you or something you read about or
whatever; there are little bits of things that all make their way into a novel.
It’s a work of fiction but it’s made up of real stuff.

G: Who are writers you

reading now?

Do you even have time to read?

M: I’m trying to think of what I’ve read most recently. When you’re
teaching I feel like I do so much student reading and if I could keep up with
what’s coming out of the South and people I know, like through Algonquin,
that’ll keep me busy. I’m actually reading this little tiny Joyce Carol Oats
novella right now called Beasts and I had just bought William Trevor’s new
book The Story of Lucy Gault. He is so great.
S: I just read all of William Trevor. He is absolutely wonderful.
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G: Who are some people that you two are fans of? Are there any writers
that are maybe not as established or as well known but you think people
should be aware ?
M: Well, he’s very well known but if people are not aware of Richard
Bausch they should be.

S: Absolutely. Of course one of my absolute favorite writers is Alice Munro
who I don’t think is as popularly read as she should be. Gosh, I don’t know,
I like so many people. Another is W.G. Sebold.

G: What about when you both were children? I’m assuming you were
readers but was there something during those early years that contributed to
the path you’ve chosen, your decision to become a writer? Was there a
specific book or teacher?
S: I have to say that nobody in my family read much. We had some books
but they were like the Readers's Digest Condensed Books mostly and the Bible
Then my grandmother who thought she was so damn cultured had this book
of a hundred and one famous poems. So my daddy used to get drunk and
te "The Road to Mandalay.” loved
By and large what I heard was stories told
out
where
loud, actually, and ballads, songs-mountain songs being sung. Then
because I was an only
kidchild and I was sort of sickly I was always reading and
reading and reading. Nobody really told me what to read until pretty much I
got away to school. I was just voracious. I would read all night long. I
read everything I could get my hands on.

M: I think for a
what’s more important than what you’ reading is that
you’re reading, that you’re learning to sort of take yourself away from the
present.
S: You’ve got to be able to do that to be a writer.

M: I would have to say my earliest big influence would have to be fairy
tales, which I just loved, and of course not the Disney version. I liked the
dark, scary kind. I liked ghost stories and for years all I read were books
the protagonist was not human. All the dog books, all the horse
books.
S: Oh, the horse books.

I really read the horse books.

M: I sort of identified closer with these animals. I think it was not until I
was in late junior high and read To Kill a Mockingbird that I really had found
a book other than biographies. I
biographies.
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S: That is so hinny, Jill. I love it.

G: Sounds like the beginning of Creatures of Habit.
M: I just loved Big Red and Where the Red Fern Grows.
S: I must have read The Secret Garden thirty times. There were just a lot of
books. Nobody watched what I read because nobody really read. I would
just go to the library and get these books. I remember reading this book
named Raintree County which gave me just a complete nervous breakdown
when I was about the sixth grade. I had to stay in bed for three days and
recover from Raintree County. I just read whatever was there. I loved Heidi.
I loved Jane Eyre-loved Jane Eyre. There were just all kinds of books like
that. I loved books where girls would go to a foreign place.

G: Was there ever a teacher or a role model that kind of said, “You have a
talent here, you should write.”
M: For me the first time it happened-and it really did sort of spark
something-is the third grade. I
a teacher and she was very much of
the
school, I mean she wouldn’t even let us play kickball. We would do
breathing exercises and art during recess, which was a drag. Otherwise, she
was really into painting and poetry and every week we did a creative writing
assignment. I remember going into the elementary school one morning
when I was in the third grade. She had taken this poem that I had written
and it was mounted up on the front bulletin board of the school with my
name on it. I sort of never got over that. It was like the highlight and I
think I was always trying to feel that same way again because I really was
so proud.

S: Well, that’s true. I had that same thing. There was this magazine
named Jack and Jill and you could write little stories.

M: I remember that magazine!
S: You could write little stories and send them to Jack and Jill and you’d get
a free year or something, and man I had like nine years. It was so thrilling
to have these little things come out in Jack and Jill. I also had this
handwritten little newspaper that I wrote for all the neighbors. I wrote it
and I made my cousins copy it. I paid them cheap. We would all go door
to door and sell this newspaper. It was named The Small Review. It was
hysterical. I got in so much trouble because I would write editorials. I
remember one was named “George McGuire Is Too Grumpy.” I had to go
apologize to Mr. George McGuire. I was always writing because I liked to
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read so much. I started writing because I couldn’t stand for the books to be
over. I would read them a whole lot of times and then finally, I would write
another chapter on to the end and then another and another and another.
Then I would write my own little book with those characters.
stuff was
more connected to just my own weird little compulsive self, I think, than
to school.
M:
early memories as a writer were learning that I could make myself
laugh or cry. I loved to make myself cry. I loved all those poems, like
Eugene Field.
S: Oh, “The little toy dog covered with dust.”
M: Oh, yes.

S: “But sturdy and staunch he stands.” I loved it.

M: I would read that sort of thing and just weep. Then I would make up
my own.

G: I’m impressed you remember the poem.
S: Yes, because there’s a power in that. Children
really powerless and to
be able to make yourself laugh or cry or somebody else laugh or cry, I mean,
that would certainly make you feel good.

M: We did plays in the neighborhood.
S: Oh, we did too.
M: And I told everybody who they were and what they were saying.
S: I got in a whole lot of trouble because one year I wrote one play called
“The Drunken Saloon” and everybody is primitive Baptist in my
neighborhood and we were all falling on the floor and our parents were
having a fit.

G: Are you ever afraid of going too far? When you’re writing are you
afraid, I guess, of getting lost that fictional world, of saying too much or
losing yourself your art,
to speak?

S: Well, sure but you have to not be afraid. If you’re afraid of it you got no
s doing it.
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M: And there’s too much happening in life that’s always going to
interrupt you.
S: I think you might think that Jill, or I might think it, because we’re
writing in the middle of families that are always demanding our attention and
classes that we have to run off and teach or whatever. I do think that it can
be for somebody who goes off to a mountaintop to write for a year. I can
see how that could happen for sure.
M: I have never, of course I’d like to try it sometime to go somewhere for a
month, but I’ve never known how I would function because I’ sort of so
used to how I do it.

S: Me too.

G: How do you both do it? You both have children, you teach,
you’re married.
M: The way I describe it is, it’s not a faucet that turns on and off it’s a good
steady drip. I’ just constantly taking notes. I just have notebooks
everywhere. I finally just sold
car that was a complete wreck but right
before I did I pulled in to get gas and the guy giving me gas
“You
better stop writing on your steering wheel you’re going to make your
bag
pop out.” You know, I’d get an idea and I’d write. Sometimes all you need
are like three words. I’d write down just enough. It’s kind of like
recording dreams-to remind me-though sometimes these days I don’t
remember what it meant.
G: Do you see fiction going any particular direction? I realize it might
hard to say but if you had to guess where do you think it’s
How
do you think these years will be remembered or remarked upon?

S: I don’t know. I really couldn’t answer that, I guess, because I’ve been
working so hard lately that it’s really hard for me to pull back and think
about. I do think, obviously, there is a tendency toward enormously long
books that is happening right now which I do think has something to do
with the fact of people writing on the computer.
editor was saying that
so many really long books are coming in. Agents are always mentioning that
and so I think there is some sort of tendency toward verbosity that there was
not before. We were having a lot of minimalism at one point the sixties
and there was a definite trend there and I think we’re sort of going the other
way for whatever reason. So I don’t know. Beyond that, that’s not very
significant.
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M: You know, there are all these different fads, whatever you might call
them, coming and going which I think goes back to what you were saying
about a certain workshop style. You know people get in a certain groove but
what has always been true and will remain true is that most people just really
want to
told a good story. That’s what I want above anything else. I
want to disappear. I want you to write something for me that
me
forget everything else.

S: Absolutely.

G: So when you’ writing you’re not necessarily writing with a particular
theme or idea mind? So much of your writing does deal with certain
issues of life-women, relationships, etc-but is all that coming out of just
trying to tell a good story?
S: If you think in terms of theme, the characters are just going to be sort of
mouthpieces for varying points of view. It’s going to be the kind of thing
that’s hitting the reader over the head. For
mind, what I try to do is just
think of a story until it’s completely taking me away, until I’m just in the
world of the story and I don’t think about what’s it’s about. Thematically,
that’s that other side of the brain I would use if I were teaching. Now I
look at somebody else’s story and I say well, this is the theme, what is the
meaning, and that kind of thing. When I’ writing I have to not think
about that at all.
G: What about you, Jill? Are you just trying to tell a good story?

M: Yeah, I mean, when I have looked at my work in hindsight I feel like I
write the same stories over and over and over. Thematically, I am always
writing the same story.

G: What do you think that story is?
M: Well, it’s a story all about people not coming out completely ahead in
life or happily
after in life. My stories are all about people finding a
moment of acceptance and then it’s over. To me that’s the life raft. The
other thing that I do over and over again, which kind of ties to that, is the
whole notion of second chances in life.
G: What about you, Lee? Do you think you have themes that you
keep revisiting?
S: Well, I do. I think a lot of them have been stories about women, people
I guess in general, but maybe particularly women who are trying to find
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some meaning, trying to find something real in their lives.
lot of times
it’ll be people who feel that they should fit certain expectations. They’re
people who
failing to fit expectations that other people have for their lives
and they’re trying to figure who they are themselves. I guess some sort of
search for identity. It’s hard. It’s a search for authenticity and for what
would feel authentic -which has not been the life my mother would have
envisioned for me. A lot of times the search for authenticity would be the
major theme maybe and then of course your first book is always kind of a
coming of age. I’ve had several students whose first books seemed to be
beyond that. Maybe it’s your first unpublished book. Sometimes there are
certain fields you have to walk through.

G: Are you working on anything now? Is there a book or novel that you
haven’t written that you would like to?
M: There are many. I’ll never live long enough. As soon as I write one
there are two more. That’s how I feel.
S: The more you do it, the more ideas you have. It’s like I always tell my
students. I like for them to keep a writing notebook during the semester
we’ll all be together. Once you start just jotting down images or ideas or
anything, the more you do it the more you have. What good lines did you
hear this week or did you think of? It’s sort of self-engendering in
a funny way.

M: Well it is. Like how you’re playing Scrabble or
kind of game like
that.
brain sort of gets on a certain track where your whole matter of
thought is geared toward getting that “Q” on the double letter score. I
think for me fiction ideas come that way. I agree. I always tell my students,
“The more I write, the more I write.”
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